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Austin, Texas, 1999


Curtis was small, long-haired and mumbly. He was Texan in tone but looked more like a stoner hedgehog. He warned me of his melancholic disposition and explained that, in the middle of a black period, the only solution was sleep.


I had arrived in Austin, Texas, wearing a designer puffer jacket and with little expectation. It was very hot and I was a slightly overweight twenty-six-year-old bloke with a broken heart and a dying father. Geoff Travis, boss of Rough Trade Records, had given me some money on a whim after I persuaded him that I needed to go on a road trip with Curtis to write songs. This was a considerable risk as Geoff didn’t know me, I didn’t know Curtis and I hadn’t given either of them much to show I was any good.


We hit the highway without a detailed plan. We had a tiny tent, some tinned pineapple and an enormous Buick we had just rented. The first objective was to reach the Gila mountain settlement deep into New Mexico. We were going to camp out among the wolves and write songs in the moonlight where the Indians once lived in caves.


We travelled through the endless symmetry that makes up Texas, eventually arriving in New Mexico. We stopped at a service station to pick up some supplies close to our destination. A large Mexican woman was sitting in the kiosk with little life in her eyes. She was screaming in Spanish into a CB radio as the light flickered behind her.


While Curtis bought some provisions I looked for the toilets. I navigated a series of small corridors that led to an outside area concealed from the front. Ahead of me was a tiger – a real one. Its face was squashed against the bars of a small cage and its opiated eyes barely registered my presence. Another tiger lay behind it, gnawing on its own tail. The scenario felt apocalyptically remote and scary.


After a few hours we found a suitable place to camp to the side of the forest. One other camper van was parked in the clearing. It soon became obvious that Curtis didn’t have much experience setting up a tent, which was disconcerting. We built a fire and cooked some vegetarian sausages, and sat enjoying the vastness of our surroundings.


The other camper fidgeted around and made us feel uneasy. The wolves howled, unsettling us even more, and a wall of cold night shattered our souls. We lay top-to-toe in the tiny tent, trying gather as much human warmth from each other as possible. By three in the morning I felt hypothermic and retreated back to the Buick. I ran the engine for heat while Curtis stubbornly continued to pretend to sleep. At four in the morning he knocked feebly on the window, barely able to open the door. He fell into the car and I covered him with a blanket. An hour later we abandoned the camping gear and drove off as the sun rose, illuminating the Gila River that ran through the middle of the mountain range.


To recover our excitement we headed towards El Paso on the Mexican border to cross into Juárez. We left behind the green, untouched expanse and found the terrifying bleakness of the border. As we queued up a customs officer warned us we were entering the most dangerous place in Mexico and we should never deviate from the main shopping street. We bought one bottle of tequila and spent three hours trying to get back.


We drove for another day past an indistinguishable desert until Curtis pulled the car over.


‘Yoh, I feel mighty strange,’ he said in a low Texan drawl. ‘I’m gonna just reconfigure for a while, so y’all find yourself something of interest and we’ll pick it up tomorrow.’


Unearthing something of interest was a difficult task as we were surrounded only by dust. We found an isolated motel on the side of an endless road. Curtis removed the pillows from both beds and put them on the floor, and then lay star-shaped, staring at the ceiling.


There’s nothing like the open expanse of America to make you feel claustrophobic. I started to think about home. My ex-girlfriend was now dating my friend and, just days before I came out, my dad had been told he had only a few months to live. I began to cry while standing outside the motel, staring at the ugly desert. There must have been skunks in the distance as I caught a waft of a sea of ancient urine.


We carried on travelling for another two weeks until we’d finally driven full circle and came back towards Austin to spend Thanksgiving with Curtis’s very old mother and his awkward stepfather, a Republican ex-judge. His mum slopped turkey from a can like dog food, with the cranberry sauce already on top. The sound alone gave me an overwhelming sense of despair. The judge’s enormous eyebrows made accusatory shapes when he disagreed with anyone. I suddenly felt very homesick. I snuck away from the dinner table and secretly found a phone upstairs. I managed to get through to Dad, who I hadn’t spoken to for a month. He sounded weak and just said, ‘Come home as soon as you can.’


A few days later I took a short connecting flight from Austin back to Houston. The weather was awful and the tiny plane had to fly around an enormous storm cloud. There were several large Texan businessmen on board complaining about how dangerous it was to fly in these conditions, which contributed to my sense of unease. By the time I arrived in Houston I felt unprepared for the long flight home and what I had to face when I got there.


I found an airport bar and drank four pints to quell my nerves. I felt jubilant as I boarded the plane and spread out on a row of empty seats at the back. As the plane’s engines roared in preparation for take-off, I stood up and started walking down the aisle. The plane lifted off the ground and I unsteadily made it to the middle section. The flight attendant grabbed me from behind and started shouting at me to sit down. I wriggled past her and opened up the toilet door, and then started pissing inside my trousers, at which point she let go of me. I was then told that I would be cautioned for violating aviation law and was made to sit at the front of the plane in my wet trousers. A few hours later I was woken up by someone politely tapping my shoulder. She said she was English and that her and her friend thought I was hilarious but I’d been snoring so loudly that the rest of the plane hated me.


*


I got back in time to help look after Dad for the last few months of his life, which was as uplifting as it was sad as he slowly faded. His last performance was at the Palladium Theatre in the West End, where he was wheeled on in a box trolley pushed by his best friend Derek The Draw (Derek Hussey). Dad was jaundiced and impossibly thin, and he could hardly talk let alone sing, but he did.


After another month in hospital he opted to come back home to die. My stepmother Sophy, my sister Jemima, my two younger half-brothers Bill and Albert and I did what we could to make him feel as comfortable as possible. Dad mustered all his strength to boss us around until one day, on 27 March 2000, he lay down, sort of smiled and grimaced at the same time, and then went. He was fifty-seven.


On the day of his funeral, a procession led by two police outriders and a horse-drawn hearse covered in floral tributes went from Hampstead to Golders Green Crematorium. Durex, Dad’s nickname, was written in white lilies down one side of the ornate Victorian carriage, which summed everything up perfectly. The wake was at the Forum in Kentish Town. This was the first time I ever performed on stage, singing a song called ‘My Old Man’ written by Dad about his own father, which was both frightening and beautiful.


My relationship with Dad was a good one considering how complicated he could be. And maybe I tried over the years to feel sorry about some of the craziness that was bestowed upon my life as a child but now I feel differently about that and more understanding. What made me start writing down my memories wasn’t because I wanted to reveal all about my famous dad or my incredible mum, who both contributed to my happiness and sometimes instability. I’m more interested in the viewpoint I had watching some of the events unravel. I’ve tried to explain those events in the only way I can, which is at times chaotic but I never really went to school so this is a personal triumph of applied effort. I jump back and forth in time as it feels natural to explain my past like this. My older years, being clearer, hold memories I still occupy; the younger years are foggier and the stories are sometimes based on folklore and a little research. I have tried to build a sense of my childhood, not a detailed account of factual events.


Chiswick, London, 1984


Mr Boil taught graphics and design. He was fully aware that this subject had no function to anyone and was mostly an exercise in morale breaking. But that premise is exactly what excited Mr Boil. He was a broad-shouldered man with a military bearing, a frightening moustache and a fixed expression of contempt. He hated the children and enjoyed the fact that the children hated him.


He broke the class up into controllable groups based on their disruptive potential. Jamie and I were considered agitators so we were placed at the front of the class among some more stable workers. Jamie was a volatile and an unwanted ally most of the time but we found common interest in how much we disliked this lesson. The fact Mr Boil was like a coiled spring made the sport of irritating him a bonus. He generated an unpleasant energy that smothered his own judgement and made his responses irrational. No one dared ask him anything as he stood with his back to the class drawing unknown symbols on to his blackboard.


Jamie began the ceremony of undoing Mr Boil’s concentration by producing strange noises that sounded like mating cries. He threw his ‘ooooooaaagh’ sounds into the class like a veteran ventriloquist. Mr Boil’s head spun round, unable to place the origins of the noise. As soon as he resumed his position facing the blackboard I emulated Jamie’s effort as best I could but with more intensity: ‘AAAAAAOOOOOGH.’ Mr Boil now turned his entire body round to face the class, his neck muscles pulsating with tension. He walked towards us with his hairy nostrils contracting as though he could smell the insurgent. He stared at me directly in the eyes and made a firm statement to the class. ‘I will not in any way accept any more SHIT from any of you, just see.’


It was a clear point of intention and just where we wanted him.


At the desk between Jamie and me was a frail young boy called Elliot Smould. His delicate hands were always nervously rearranging his desk contents into different symmetrical patterns. His huge mane of black hair clothed the strange-shaped head that housed his enormous brain.


Jamie whispered, ‘Elliot, you speck, make a fucking noise.’


Elliot pretended not to hear. His eyes widened, hoping to attract the attention of Mr Boil, who was once again drawing angry rectangular designs on his blackboard. Jamie repeated the command with the added threat of violence, ‘I’ll fucking knock you, you cunt. Do it.’


Elliot, petrified and in an impossible situation, weighed up the risk of angering Mr Boil, who as a teacher would have some measure of self-control, against being punished by Jamie, who enjoyed other people’s suffering.


Elliot’s skeletal body began to shake as he drew in a large breath and prepared himself for the sacrifice. He then let out everything he had in him as though it was his final statement to the world. ‘OOOOOOOOOOAAAAAEEGH,’ he shrieked tearfully.


Without hesitation Mr Boil pivoted round and instinctively threw the wooden chalk eraser at Elliot’s head, his enormous cranium being difficult to miss. It bounced off his forehead, just above his thick-rimmed glasses, and both Jamie and I were showered with blood. He fell backwards off his chair, crashed to the floor and lay there stunned. Mr Boil, now fully engaged, marched towards the motionless Elliot, grabbed him by the legs and dragged him out of the classroom. In the doorway we saw Elliot being forcibly stood up while Mr Boil held him by his neck and then escorted off for sentencing.


We erupted in laughter as this was beyond all of our expectations. It was a beautifully choreographed act of cruelty at the expense of Elliot. Violence was an infectious cycle as long as you could divert the attention away from yourself: anyone else was worth sacrificing in pursuit of a pain-free life. But I did feel awful for poor Elliot and I think he knew that. Not that it ever helped.


When I arrived at Chiswick School my view of the larger world was still unformed as I had been living in Tring, a small, claustrophobic town on the borders of Hertfordshire, for the previous five years. I had bad hair and rural clothes.


The school itself was geographically snug, placed in between Chiswick House, a neo-Palladian villa with a large park, and the River Thames. Chiswick itself represented the idea of middle-class comfort. It had a provincial sleepiness to it but the school had another reality. The wealthier children were sent out to the local private schools. Chiswick School was for the deprived kids. Our family had some money but were still tethered to socialist ideas of fair schooling. Or, rather, Dad had a strong policy of selective spending.


My class had a disproportionate amount of fucked-up kids in it but three really stood out. Lee, Jamie and Patrick were all sadistic. I suffered immensely at the hands of these three until I found ways of reversing their viciousness.


Everyone knew that I had a famous dad and reacted to it in different ways but some resented it. They viewed me as an outsider and I was. It wasn’t because we were wealthy as we weren’t rich. I was just different in the way I looked and spoke: I was bohemian and odd. We did live in a nice mansion flat that we bought from the proceeds of selling our equally nice house in Tring. Clive, Mum’s partner, worked in a picture-framing shop and Mum lived off the small allowance Dad gave her for the upkeep of me and Jemima. Mum and Dad had split up quite soon after I was born in 1971 but had remained very close and now we lived just a few miles down the river from him.


Lee singled me out straight away. He sat behind me and whispered threatening comments. The moment I answered back he picked me up and slammed me down on my own desk. His face was already formed into that of an older person. His hair and uniform were always immaculate as a point of pride. Something or someone had robbed him of all of his empathy, and I was everything he didn’t understand and wanted to destroy.


A month later Jamie broke my nose as he disliked how comfortable I was becoming within the group of classmates. He landed his forehead on the bridge of it without warning. Blood splattered across the corridor outside the classroom. The suddenness of his actions and the deeper level of violence weren’t something I was prepared for. The lack of concern from the teachers was also a shock. I was given a detention for being late after cleaning up the blood.


Then there was Patrick, the ultimate pathological kid. There were no limits to his brutality but, unlike the others, he was approachable and often funny.


Most days we would find ourselves unsupervised and roaming the streets of Chiswick because of the teachers’ strikes. We became more and more of a nuisance to the local businesses as we tried to find ways to entertain ourselves. We would steal anything, break anything. We smashed all the ornate windows in the seventeenth-century house in Chiswick Park.


Patrick and Lee had stolen a motorbike and were casually trying to kickstart it in the street opposite the school. While I was walking past them during the lunch break, Patrick ushered me over to inspect the rusty carcass and honoured me with the chance of helping him make it work. This meant pushing it from the side while he sat pulling the throttle.


Amazingly it spluttered into action and he sped off down the small street. He came back round and offered me the next turn. The significance of being chosen above Lee was a breakthrough in my acceptance. He was offering me friendship while also putting my life in danger.


At that moment, we were surrounded by angry shop owners horrified by what we were doing. The engine stalled and I dismounted the bike, and nonchalantly walked back past them into the school.


In the following months Patrick displayed great affection towards me and we would awkwardly hang out after school. I knew this was an unsafe friend to have as he was plainly disturbed but I didn’t have much choice.


One opportune afternoon I decided to take Patrick along the river to where Dad lived in Hammersmith. I calculated that meeting Dad might make an impression on him that would lessen the chances of him eventually turning on me, which I had guessed were guaranteed at some point.


Structurally, Dad’s flat was impressive with a sixty-foot balcony overlooking the Thames. Internally, it was a shithole. It had a damp, bohemian man odour to it. Dad’s girlfriend at the time, Anthea Cocktail, had made lots of cheap beaded curtains that cascaded down as you entered. She was named after a Brompton cocktail, a form of euthanasia (vodka, heroin, cocaine) popular in 1920s old people’s homes. She liked to throw furniture, and on a few occasions herself, into the river after an argument.


The front room had one broken antique chair and a rotting chaise longue. The television was on top of an old dessert trolley and a huge Union Jack, which some sailors had stripped from HMS Belfast as a gift, covered the main wall.


Dad was sitting with the Sulphate Strangler, a six-foot-seven malodorous giant, on his church pew on the balcony.


This was the first time they had seen each other since Strangler was rumoured to have smuggled guns in a bass drum while touring America. They were drunk in the sun, both with their tops off. Several beer cans were discarded around their feet.


Patrick was wary as Strangler stood up to greet us, his enormous body dripping in sweat.


‘Strangler, is it?’ I asked shyly.


‘Pete,’ said Strangler firmly.


Dad made no effort at all and continued staring at the blazing river.


‘Dad, Pete, this is Patrick.’


Strangler just glared at me with his head tipping from side to side, his earrings making a pretty sound.


Dad made a sheep noise without looking at us. Patrick stuttered.


‘What did you say?’ Strangler demanded.


Patrick said nothing. Dad just looked at the river and made more sheep noises. Strangler sat back down on the fragile pew, resuming his sunbathing position.


Dad’s head finally turned towards Patrick and he said, ‘Do you like sheep, Patrick?’ Dad took an enormous drag on his joint and blew out the smoke provocatively.


Patrick edged backwards and grabbed my arm for assurance. ‘Ha … fuck … what?’ is all he managed. Dad and Strangler maintained their indifference.


‘We’ve been let off school so I thought I’d come and say hello.’


There was no response from either of them.


I guided Patrick away from the balcony and apologised for how weird they were being but Patrick pretended not to be bothered. We walked back to school in silence.


After that Patrick’s interest in me faded and I was left alone. I imagine it had something to do with how bonkers it was at Dad’s that day, as even I was a little shocked. But it didn’t change the way Patrick was to others.
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By the time my older sister Jemima, Mum, her partner Clive and I all moved to Chiswick I was old enough to want diversity and poetic opportunities. Not glue sniffing with Carnage on a disused climbing frame, as was the reality in Tring. Carnage had dwarfism but compensated by being extremely violent to anyone that dared suggest he was any different. I found this out on the first day of Tring secondary school when he used a chair to stand on and then headbutted me. Tring wasn’t poor but just deprived of culture and hope. In many ways, it was the most frightening place I have ever lived.


I was always restless in Tring. I was first arrested when I was only ten after I persuaded my friend Caspian to help collect cowpats in an old frying pan we had stolen from my kitchen. We waited on the top of a footbridge overlooking the A41, a small stretch of motorway connecting Berkhamsted with Aylesbury. I flung the shit at the first vehicle I saw travelling at speed. The car skilfully manoeuvred, preventing any of the matter landing directly on the windscreen, but it then skidded sharply from one lane to another and then rolled on to the bank. We both ran without any consideration for the driver, went down the other side of the bridge and sprinted along a country lane. Unbelievably the driver leapt out of his car and jumped over a gigantic fence. Caspian, being faster, disappeared ahead but I was quickly grabbed from behind and pushed to the ground.


‘POLICE!’


Improbably, I had thrown cow shit at the only off-duty policeman driving at that moment under the bridge.


He screamed at my friend to stop with such authority that Caspian froze in the moment. We both stood traumatised and whimpering. He asked whose idea it was to throw shit at a moving car and who owned the frying pan. After realising that Caspian was less involved, he aimed his long speech mostly at me but decided that neither of us were a threat to society and let us go.


We cried all the way home and made a pact not to tell our parents. Caspian immediately told my mum who in turn told his. I was gently reprimanded and he was scolded into a pulp.


A week later, Caspian and I burnt our eyelashes off on the gas stove trying to light cigarettes we had stolen from my sister.


By the time we moved to Chiswick, Jemima and I had grown accustomed to Clive being around and that was OK. Just. But we had spent the majority of our childhoods without somebody influencing our mum. We were free spirited in the best tradition of children brought up within a single-parent family, and who at times may have had too much choice. Clive definitely had his work cut out for him. But Mum saw something in him that was reassuringly different. He was smart, handsome and a little tense. Mum needed someone like Clive to sober up some of the mania of Dad’s success. They had met while on an etching course where Clive had impressed Mum with his shading skills and general Welshness.
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